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Illinois soils vary in their properties and producing capacities.  Large areas of the state 
have soils that are among the most productive in the world.  Other areas have soils that, 
because they are too steep or droughty or have some other undesirable features, are 
not the most productive for corn and soybeans.   
 
However, over the past 30 years there has been a trend to place more acres in Illinois in 
corn and soybeans and less acres in small grains, legumes and pasture crops.  
Government incentive programs have encouraged more acres to be place into corn and 
soybean production. 
 
The good soils and humid temperature climate of Illinois are particularly conducive to 
the production of high yields of corn and soybeans, the state’s two major crops.  Corn 
yields have continued to increase but in recent years soybean yields have remained 
steady or actually shown a decrease in some areas of the state.  
 
Currently cash grain crops account for approximately 80 percent of the cash agricultural 
income in Illinois.  Livestock production accounts for approximately 20 percent of the 
farm income in the state.  Swine enterprises make up 45 percent of the commercial 
livestock business, they account for 53 percent of livestock cash receipts.  Beef is 
second, generating over 800 million in output, while dairy is third with about one half, 
$486, compared to beef.  Sheep enterprises only account for about $6 million in direct 
cash income in Illinois. 
 
The total number of farms and farmers continue to decrease in Illinois.  However, there 
are over 34,000 farms with beef enterprises in our state.  This is about double the 
number of swine producers and is more than all the hog, dairy, sheep and poultry 
producers combined.  These numbers illustrate the importance of the beef cattle 
industry in Illinois. 
 
Many producers originally convert small grains, grass and forage acres to row crops for 
the advantage of additional cash income.  However, over the last twenty years that cash 
income per acre has declined with many years showing little or no profit per acre from 
cash row crops.  In many cases farmers are living off of government payments and 
depreciation.  Data from the University of Illinois Farm Business Farm Management 
Record Systems will indicate this down trend in cash income from row crop production 
in Illinois. 
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Table 1. 
Illinois 
Cost to Grow Soybeans – 1972 to Date 
 
Year 
 
Yld 
Total 
Cost/A 
Cost per 
Bu. 
IL Annual 
Avg. Price* 
Mgnt.  
Margin 
1972 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
45 
40 
31 
45 
42 
$129 
141 
178 
205 
231 
$2.87 
3.52 
5.74 
4.56 
5.50 
$4.47 
5.84 
6.49 
5.11 
7.05 
$1.60 
2.32 
0.75 
0.55 
1.55 
1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
46 
43 
45 
40 
42 
248 
255 
283 
310 
308 
5.39 
5.93 
6.29 
7.75 
7.33 
6.01 
6.75 
6.46 
7.62 
6.15 
0.62 
0.82 
0.17 
-0.13 
-1.18 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
43 
35 
37 
49 
45 
297 
296 
289 
276 
264 
6.91 
8.46 
7.80 
5.63 
5.87 
5.89 
7.94 
5.85 
5.17 
4.91 
-1.02 
-0.52 
-1.95 
-0.46 
-0.96 
1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 
1991 
44 
28 
46 
45 
41 
260 
261 
257 
265 
258 
5.92 
9.32 
5.59 
5.89 
6.29 
6.00 
7.45 
5.76 
5.85 
5.70 
0.08 
-1.87 
0.17 
-0.04 
-0.59 
1992 
1993 
1994 
1995 
1996 
47 
46 
50 
43 
44 
255 
280 
291 
317 
334 
5.43 
6.09 
5.82 
7.37 
7.59 
5.69 
6.49 
5.61 
6.88 
7.55 
0.26 
0.40 
-0.21 
-0.49 
-0.04 
1997 
1998 
1999 
2000 
2001 
48 
48 
48 
47 
48 
351 
347 
333 
341 
338 
7.31 
7.22 
6.94 
7.26 
7.04 
6.56 
4.94 
4.78 
463 
4.30** 
-0.75 
-2.28 
-2.16 
-2.63 
2.74 
1997-2001 
Avg. 
 
48 
 
342 
 
7.13 
 
5.04 
 
-2.09 
1992-2001 
Avg. 
 
47 
 
319 
 
6.79 
 
5.74 
 
-1.05 
 * Seasonal average annual price for corresponding crop year. 
** Estimated 
1990 to 1999 average cost per bushel to grow soybeans was 2.48 times the 
cost per bushel to grow corn in the same period. 
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Table 2. 
Illinois 
Cost to Grow Corn – 1972 to Date 
 
 
Year 
 
 
Yld 
 
Total 
Cost/A 
 
Cost per 
Bu. 
IL Annual 
Avg. Price*
 
Mgnt. 
Margin 
1972 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
133 
130 
103 
148 
143 
$149 
167 
218 
254 
288 
$1.12 
1.28 
2.11 
1.72 
2.01 
$1.59 
2.64 
3.02 
2.56 
2.14 
$0.47 
1.36 
0.91 
0.84 
0.13 
1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
121 
132 
148 
94 
138 
300 
308 
349 
385 
390 
2.48 
2.33 
2.36 
4.09 
2.83 
2.09 
2.30 
2.57 
3.14 
2.53 
-0.39 
-0.03 
0.21 
-0.95 
-0.30 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
145 
86 
129 
153 
149 
380 
374 
364 
356 
341 
2.62 
4.35 
2.83 
2.33 
2.29 
2.66 
3.26 
2.65 
2.27 
1.54 
0.04 
-1.09 
-0.18 
-0.06 
-0.75 
1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 
1991 
145 
78 
140 
137 
113 
329 
324 
322 
332 
320 
2.28 
4.15 
2.30 
2.42 
2.83 
1.96 
2.59 
2.40 
2.36 
2.46 
-0.32 
-1.56 
0.10 
-0.06 
-0.37 
1992 
1993 
1994 
1995 
1996 
163 
138 
170 
122 
146 
321 
345 
360 
395 
414 
1.97 
2.50 
2.12 
3.24 
2.84 
2.11 
2.57 
2.27 
3.30 
2.79 
0.14 
0.07 
0.15 
0.06 
-0.05 
1997 
1998 
1999 
2000 
2001 
138 
149 
152 
158 
161 
432 
427 
407 
416 
420 
3.13 
2.87 
2.68 
2.63 
2.61 
2.53 
2.03 
1.90 
1.91 
2.00** 
-0.60 
-0.84 
-0.78 
-0.72 
-0.61 
1997-2001 
Avg. 
 
152 
 
420 
 
2.76 
 
2.07 
 
-0.69 
1992-2001 
Avg. 
 
150 
 
394 
 
2.63 
 
2.34 
 
-029 
* Seasonal average annual price for corresponding crop year. 
** Estimated 
1990 to 1999 average cost per bushel to grow soybeans was 2.48 times the cost 
per bushel to grow corn in the same period. 
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With this downtrend in cash income from corn and soybeans many farmers have 
been looking for an alternative crop.  This is where grass based animal 
agriculture has gained in momentum over the last ten years.  The economic, 
social and environmental aspects of management intensive grazing has attracted 
many new producers to attempt to reconvert cropland back into forage and grass 
production-utilizing animals to harvest this crop. 
 
Key to Profitability 
If you were asked what the single most important management factor affecting 
profitability in a commercial beef cow operation is, would you respond: A) Calf 
Sale Price B) Weaning Weight C) Feed Cost or D) Herd Reproductive 
Performance.  While these questions will be often missed, the answer is feed 
cost.  A recently completed analysis of 225 Standardized Performance Analysis 
(SPA) Beef Cow Business Records completed on herds in Illinois and Iowa from 
1996 to 2001 showed that feed cost was the overriding factor determining 
profitability, explaining over 55 percent of the herd-to-herd variation.   
 
Why is it that feed costs become such a determinate of profitability? The main 
reason is the tremendous variation that we see between farms.  These 225 herd 
analyses had an average annual feed cost of $205, with a range from $54 to over 
$530.  Many producers think they have low feed costs.  They fail to recognize 
that feed costs includes not only the cash costs of mineral, protein, and 
supplemental feed, but also pasture and hay costs.  These include land costs, 
machinery expenses, fertilizer, seed, and others.  Feed costs will generally make 
up about two-thirds of total annual cow costs, making it a critical factor to 
monitor.   
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Table 3.  2002 Illinois SPA Summary, Alan Miller, SPA/IRM Coordinator 
 
 
Cases Studies in Illinois 
Economic Benefits for MIG Rotational Grazing in Illinois 
 
Beef Cow Calf 
Economics data from the University of Illinois SPA (Standardized Performance  
Analysis) Summary for 1999. 
 
Utilizing SPA Data 
           Schuette Farm 
Cost Items                         IL 1996 IL 1999 1999 
Total Cow Cost  $414.03 $313.66 $128.35 
Total Feed Cost  $268.48 $200.97 $ 58.43 
Pasture Cost  $ 84.05 $ 68.75 $ 33.43 
Crop Residue  $   1.96 $   1.23 $   1.80 
Harvested Forages  $  83.98 $  66.96 $   7.99 
Other Raised Feed $  60.34 $  24.36 $   0.72 
Purchased Feed  $  38.16 $  39.67 $ 14.49 
Total Feed Fed  5177 lbs 4560 lbs 921 lbs 
Raised Hay  3091 lbs 2928 lbs 853 lbs 
Other home raised feed  1734 lbs 888 lbs 20 lbs 
Purchased Hay  112 lbs 427 lbs 0 lbs 
Purchased Supplements  78 lbs 134 lbs 48 lbs 
Purchased Silage’s & Conc. 116 lbs 182 lbs 0 lbs 
 Average 
for all commercial 
 
and purebred herds 
Returns for Cow-Calf Enterprise Financial Economic 
Return to Capital, Labor, & Mgmt. $10,639 $460 
Return to labor & Mgt $9,953 $(4,235)) 
Net Profit XXXXX ($8,042) 
Return per $100 Feed Fed $196 $143 
Annual % Return on Capitol Investment 7.3% -1.7% 
Return per hour of labor $12.13 ($11.79) 
Costs for Cow-Calf Enterprises $338.31 $508.89 
January 1 Number of Cows in Herd 125 125 
Pasture Cost per Cow $69.55 $123.66 
Crop Residues per Cow $3.31 $3.31 
Harvested Forages per Cow $64.15 $97.77 
Non-Purchased Raised Feed Fed per Cow $25.49 $25.49 
Purchased Feed per Cow $53.00 $53.00 
Total Feed Cost per Cow $215.51 $303.22 
Operating Cost per Cow $67.61 $67.61 
Depreciation Cost per Cow $34.99 $34.99 
Capital Charge per Cow $5.27 $43.33 
Hired Labor Cost per Cow $14.94 $14.94 
Family & Operator Labor Charge per Cow XXXX $44.80 
Total Cost per Cow in Herd, January 1 $338.31 $508.89 
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All feed figures are lbs DM/Cow/Year 
• Cliff Schuette is a beef cow calf producer in Clinton County, Illinois who is 
utilizing rotational grazing year around to lower production costs. 
 
Economic of Grazing Year-Around Vs. Winter Feeding Program 
 
This is a comparison of two graziers; one grazing year around (Farm #1) vs. one 
who only grazes 8 months per year (Farm #2). 
 
 
 
 
 
In Farm # 2 herd it only cost 15 cents per 1,000 pounds per day to graze for 8 
months put when we start feeding hay for 120 days the cow costs go up to 
$290.74 per year compared to Farm # 1 cost of under $150 per year cow cost for 
12 months grazing.   
 
 
Beef Stocker Cattle 
John Hebert is a grain livestock farmer in Christian County Illinois who has taken 
land out of a 200-bushel corn production and converted it to alfalfa-Orchardgrass 
pasture to raise beef stocker calves. 
 
 
Farm 1 Farm 2 
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JOHN HEBERT 
ALFALFA-ORCHARDGRASS 
GRAZING PROGRAM 
Grazing Period: April 1, 1998 to July 1, 1998  (data for this time period) 
Number of stocker calves: 66 head  & 51 head after June 1st 
 
Costs per acre: 
 
 Bloat block   $ 21.50 
 Seeding cost   $ 16.50 
 Machinery cost for seeding $ 26.00 
 Land cost   $150.00 
 Fencing   $   5.00 
 Water    $   7.80 
 Labor    $ 42.82 
 
 Total costs per acre $269.62 
 
Total pounds of beef per acre produced from grazing from April 1 to September 
20 were 1174 pounds.   
 
Cost of gain per lb for this time period was $0.229 
 
  * Labor figured at $8.00 per hour 
• Total gains were 13,990 lbs. 
• Gain per head was 305.78 lbs. 
• Average daily gain: 1.76 lbs. 
  * 17 acres grazed 
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JOHN HEBERT 
ALFALFA-ORCHARDGRASS 
GRAZING PROGRAM--2000 
 
Grazing Period: May 29, 2000 to August 21, 2000 
October 11, 2000 to December 16. 2000 
Number of Stocker Calves: 43 Head (May to August) and 54 Head (Oct to Dec) 
 
Costs Per Acre: 
  Mineral    $   9.41 
  Corn (1.5 lbs/day/May29 to Aug21) $ 10.09 
  Soyhulls (llb/day/Oct11 to Dec16)  $   8.51 
  Sorghum Sudan Hay (Oct to Dec) $   5.71 
  Seeding cost    $ 16.50 
  Machinery cost for seeding  $ 26.00 
  Land Cost    $150.00 
  Fencing    $   5.00 
  Water     $   7.80 
  Labor     $  24.50 
  Total Costs Per Acre   $263.52 
@ Seeding cost, fencing, water & machinery  
cost was prorated over 4 years. 
Total pounds of beef produced per acre grazing from May 29h to August 21st 
were 325.8 pounds. Average daily gain was 1.73 lbs./day/head. 
 
Total pounds of beef produced per acre grazing from Oct 11 to Dec. 16 were 
171.43 pounds. Average daily gain was 1.02 lbs./day/head. 
 
Total Beef Produced per Acre - 497.23 lbs. 
Costs of Gain Per Lb. - 0.53cents per lb 
Hay Production was $372.00 per acre in addition to beef gain per acre. 
Hay valued at $100.00 per ton 
Corn valued at $2.00 per bushel 
Mineral at 32 cents per pound 
Soyhulls at 3 cents per pound 
Corn Gluten at 2.5 cents per pound 
Sorghum Sudan Hay at $60 per ton 
Labor valued at $8.00 per hour 
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GRAZING SMALL GRAIN  
CEREAL RYE 
 
Stocker calves were placed on thirty-five acres of cereal rye on February 24, 1998.  
The estimated dry matter at that time was 1,405 pounds per acre.  Wet weather 
caused the cattle to be removed for a few days.  On April 6, 1998 the rye had 3,270 
pounds of dry matter per acre.  Weekly production during April was: April 13, 627 
lbs./acre, April 20, 840 lbs./acre, and April 27, 420 lbs./acre. A total of 103 head of 
stocker calves were grazed on the rye.  Total gains produced were 14,500 or an 
average daily gain of 2.04 pounds per day.  Costs of gain per pounds on rye were 
twenty-four cents and total beef produced per acre was 415 pounds. 
 
The thirty-five acres had to be field cultivated one extra time prior to planting 
soybean. 
 
In the fall of 1998 and spring of 1999 79 head of stocker calves were grazed from 
October 8, 1998 to January 7, 1999 and then again from February 17, 1999 to 
March 29, 1999 and produced a total gain of 813 pounds per acre. Average daily 
gain was 2.42 for fall grazing and 2.85 for early spring grazing.  The costs per 
pound of gain were .146¢. 
 
In the spring of 2000 a total of 85 head of stocker calves were grazed on 27 acres 
of rye from March 1 to April 20, 2000.  Gains per acre were 440.74 pounds with 
average daily gains of 2.80 pounds per day.  Costs per gain were 16.2 cents 
per pounds.  This included costs of seed, labor, machinery, fertilizer, fencing, and 
corn and wheat straw supplement.   
 
Winter grazing for the winter of 2000 and 2001 net $200 per acre for grazing cereal 
grain rye.  A period when the soil is normally dormant. 
 
 
 
University of Illinois Crop Yield and Soil Characteristics Protocol 
Year Around Grazing 
 
0bjective was to evaluate the effects of beef cows grazing corn stalks, winter rye, 
spring oats and turnips on crop yield and soil characteristics.  Many Illinois 
producers utilize corn residues left on the ground after grain harvest as a significant 
source of fall and/or winter grazing for beef cattle.  Heavy stocking rates of beef 
cows on fields may cause compaction problems and damage soil structure 
especially when fields are wet.  This research project experimental design will 
evaluate the effects of winter grazing cornstalks and cover crops on subsequent 
crop yield, soil erosion, and soil characteristics. 
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Two fields, 12.4 acres each, were utilized in a crop rotation, intensive grazing 
program.  A two-year crop rotation program is followed; corn and spring oats are 
planted in the rotation.  Following spring, oat harvest fields are equally divided into 
4 fields, two with a combination of turnips and spring oats, and two with spring oats 
and cereal rye. Then each of the 4 paddocks is further divided into 9 sections of 
cornstalks and 9 sections of either turnips or spring oats or springs oats and cereal 
rye.  Beef cows have equal access to a section of cornstalks and turnips-Spring 
oats/spring oats-cereal rye, and every 2 weeks the fence is moved 90 feet in both 
directions. So cows graze this winter program from November 1st to March 7th each 
winter.   
 
 
Costs to Winter Beef Cows 
Costs for Winter Beef Cows at Pana Research Field (University of Illinois) 
November 1, 2001to March 14, 2002 
 
Costs for Winter Grazing 
 
Spring Oats and Turnips – Seeded August 9, 2001 
Chisel – July 22      $11.00 per acre 
Disc and mulch       $  9.00 per acre 
Nitrogen-40 Units at 30 cents per Unit   $12.00 per acre 
Seeded & mulch spring oats     $  9.00 per acre 
Spring Oats seed cost 11/2 bu per acre ($2/bu)  $  3.00 per acre 
Seeded turnips and mulch         $  9.00 per acre 
Turnips Seed –4 lbs per acre ($1.80 per lb)  $  7.20 per acre 
Total Seeding Costs per acre for 6.2 acres  $60.20 per acre 
 
Total Cost for seeding 6.2 acres   $373.24 
 
Winter Costs 
Hay 4800 lbs for 8 cows (600 lbs per cow) $ 65.00 price per ton   $120.00 
Propane Cost - 60 gallons at 70 cents per gallon            $  47.40 
Total Costs              $167.40 
 
All Costs       $540.64 
 
Costs per cow for 126 days of grazing – 50 cents per day 
Total costs per cow for 134 days $67.58 
Average daily gain per cow 1.86 lbs/day 
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Spring Oats and Cereal Rye –Seeded August 9, 2001 
Chisel – July 22      $11.00 per acre 
Disc and mulch –       $  9.00 per acre 
Nitrogen-40 Units at 30 cents per Unit    $12.00 per acre 
Seeded and mulch spring oats and cereal rye   $  9.00 per acre 
Spring Oats seed cost 1 bu per acre ($2/bu)  $  2.00 per acre 
Cereal Rye seed 1 ½ bu per acre ($5.25 per bu)  $ 7.87 per acre 
Total Seeding Costs per acre for 6.2 acres   $50.87 per acre 
 
Total Cost for seeding 6.2 acres     $315.40 
 
Winter Costs 
 
Hay - 4800 lbs for 8 cows (600 lbs per cow) $50.00 price per ton  $110.50 
Propane Cost  - 60 gallons at 79 cents per gallon         $  47.40 
Total Costs              $167.40 
 
All Costs              $482.80 
Costs per cow for 134 days of grazing – 45 cents per day 
Total Costs per cow for 134 days $60.35 
 
 Average Daily Gain Per Cow  1.55 lbs/day 
 
 
Summary   
 
According to University of Illinois SPA/IRM Records the average beef cow producer 
in the State of Illinois spends an average of approximately $1.25 to $1.50 per day 
for feed costs for beef cows during the winter.  This period will average between 
120 and 150 days feeding period.  In we can keep a cow for 50 to 60 cents per day 
versus $1.25 to $1.50 for 120 to 160 days we are talking about reducing the costs 
for keep a beef cow between $90and $140 per cow.  This kind of cost advantage 
can help make the Illinois beef industry very competitive in world beef production.   
 
We just need to do a better job of educating our producers to utilize all of the 
natural feedstuff that we have available in Illinois.  This would include crop 
residues, stock piled forages, and winter and summer annual forages.     
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Importance of Stocking Rates 
 
Stocking rates at the U of I Dudley Smith Farm have ranged from 1.2 to 1.7 cow 
and calf pairs per acre (Average weight of cows was 1,500 pounds).  If we look at 
different stocking rates and land values: 
 
 
Land 
Value 
 
Cows 
On 
the 
 
Farm 
 
(60acres) 
$/Acre 50 75 100 125 
$100 
$125 
$150 
$175 
$168 
$198 
$228 
$258 
$112 
$132 
$152 
$172 
$84 
$99 
$114 
$129 
$67 
$79 
$91 
$103 
 
 
Assumed additional land cost of $30 per acre for operating expenses, and $10 
per acre for depreciation.1008 $112 $ 84 $ 67  
 
$125   $198 $132 $ 172  
Dairy Grazing 
Dave Surprenant is a dairy farmer in Kankakee County who converted from corn 
and soybean production-confinement dairy operation in 1993 to a rotational grass 
based dairy operation.  His financial records are: 
 
 
Income and Expenses 
        2000      2001       
Gross $ Per Acre  $1,389.40 $1,583.91 
Total Expenses Per Acre $   856.98 $1,026.56 
Net Profit Per Acre  $   532.42 $   557.34 
 
 
These figures include prepayment for majority of expenses for the coming year. 
 
